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President’s Introduction 


This document results from long and wide consultation on a 
complex and developing subject. Treatment of the sexes in research 
projects is a topic which produces more than the usual amount of 
debate but the Council’s Committee on the Treatment of the Sexes in 
Research listened and learned its way to the final draft. 

In approving publication of this report, the Council thanked 
Professor Black and her colleagues for shedding light while dispelling 
heat. Committee members do not regard this as the last word on the 
subject and will be available for continuing discussion. The Council 
commends the work to the research community and looks forward 
to your comments. 


William E. Taylor, Jr. 


April, 1985 
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Foreword 


In fulfilling its mandate to promote excellence in research, the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) sub- 
mits funding proposals to peer reviews of their scientific merit and 
soundness. The concept of soundness includes the absence of bias, 
especially with respect to the social and cultural activities of the 
sexes. Applicants for Council support, however, are sometimes 
unaware of the possible effect of sex-related bias on their scholar- 
ship. In particular, it is often difficult to make the necessary distinc- 
tions between bias, which is unacceptable, and perspective, which is 
unavoidable. This booklet is SSHRC’s contribution to illuminating the 
complex and significant problems involved. We hope researchers will 
consult it when preparing submissions to the Council. 

The booklet was written for the Council by Margrit Eichler 
(Ontario Institute for Studies in Education) and Jeanne Lapointe (Laval 
University), in close collaboration with the other members of the 
SSHRC’s Committee on the Treatment of the Sexes in Research: 
Naomi Black (York University), Chair of the Committee and member 
of Council; E.J. Bond (Queen’s University); and Pierre Verge (Laval 
University). Audrey Forster, Secretary of the Council, Jeffrey Holmes, 
Director of Information, Héléne Price and Wendy Duschenes provided 
staff support. The French and English versions of the text were 
prepared together but are not literal translations. 

Most of the examples used here to illustrate the principles of 
review are taken from actual research. The authors have attempted 
to cover a representative range of disciplines but make no claim to 
exhaustiveness. 

Earlier versions of this text have been circulated widely and one 
was discussed in detail at five workshops: at the Congress of the 
Association canadienne-francaise pour l’avancement des sciences, at 
Quebec, in May, 1984; and at the Learned Societies meeting in 
Guelph, May-June, 1984. The published version takes account of the 
many comments and suggestions made by colleagues, whose 
assistance the Committee gratefully acknowledges. 


ae ane 
imaged 
~witau mead 


oe | pad, tay he ; ein 7) 
y reyes : veel, (yt coewpili 
Me > aan * reg ¢ SSA 

UE IWERG> on? Ss Ai i aan) eae 


- — = at ~ 
} ~ Ss @aay nm 


fas 
wie ae? Garni 
an“ iu sees & 
lt ati Pegg A 
oa bi GoM 
= 


_ 
iy : “TD Gl eG 


oe) viet Se 7 

pe ON oe Pens Fi. 95 : 

1 ¢4e)eouRt eer ss oe 
Me y a. MMe . 

- a wb 

i cre =a oe a i 
rani Gor ecina a (fave, 
er ee od wahoo’ . 


> 


ore my ' @hran oe ee Cretan? SE araG ; ew 


4) «eo <n equates = wt Deeaahe a eeusr: - 
—aEse @&iess Se ‘-aeoreateeics Sai Sed 


» giten| @=bo® Leia) of @eneigpas sae 


2) S ae Fae Ode gegen «tan Aa oveh sas) wee) 
414 t= D7? eee > b= wai] @rwn 
1 7 yd iat, @) rea 


= 
=a 
ae 
a ae 
y a 


Introduction 


As long as women were de facto excluded from intellectual work 
and higher education, sex-related bias in research was not widely 
recognized as a problem for the social sciences and humanities. 
Culture and our way of thinking were shaped by a male perspective, 
which applied even when the life, identity and thought of women 
were considered. There was little or no awareness that such an an- 
drocentric perspective generates serious intellectual problems. Certain 
a priori assumptions about culture were rarely, if ever, questioned. 
Central concepts were seldom examined with respect to their ap- 
plicability to both sexes, and sexist language was usually uncritically 
accepted, in spite of its inexactness. 

To give one example, it is usually seen as a great victory of 
democratic thought that “universal suffrage’ was won in 1848 in 
France. Today, we can appreciate how the concept as well as the 
practice excluded half of the adult population. Collectively, only men 
constituted civil society. It was only in 1929 that the Judicial 
Committee of the Privy Council of Great Britain recognized Canadian 
women as legal persons. 

In many countries, human rights are still called the “rights of 
man”. This is not simply a question of terminology since, initially, 
the rights of man were literally the rights only of adult males. 
Socially, as well as in research, women are often treated like a 
minority, or as marginally important. 

The monosexual tradition’ in Western thought leads to omissions, 
blind spots and biases which distort reality and may invalidate a 
research project and its findings. Linguistics, psychoanalysis, 
philosophy, sociology of knowledge and other disciplines have shown 
that there is no discourse without a subject speaking — a subject 
who, consciously or unconsciously, transmits his or her own inter- 
ests and socio-cultural conditioning. Similarly, we are now aware 
that there is no value-free science. This realization does not mean 
that we give up standards of scientific rigour and of objectivity, but 
it does mean that we should question traditional ways of conducting 
research. 

The following discussion seeks to help researchers arrive at a non- 
biased treatment of the sexes. Today, we can be hopeful of a 
positive response to such suggestions. Indeed, given the considerable 
and continuing changes in the status of women in society and in 
male-female relations, as well as the rapid developments in the area 
of women’s studies, the suggestions made here may themselves be 
in need of revision in a few years. 


The discussion is organized under three principal headings, which 
emphasize the necessity for all researchers to take account of sex as 
a social variable. Since the social situations of women and men are 
different, it is impossible to generalize from observations about one 
sex without testing whether they apply to both. Awareness of sex 
as a social variable therefore implies a dual perspective in research, 
a duality which must also be reflected in an appropriate language. 


Awareness of sex as 
a social variable in research 


Awareness of sex as a social variable requires an attitude of detach- 
ment from the androcentric cultural context of Western thought. 
Such an open-minded approach enables us to treat women and men 
equitably and objectively in all stages of the research process. 


The Identification of the Research Project 
The title of a research project 


The title, or at least the subtitle, of a project should indicate whether 
the research pertains to females, males, or both sexes. 

For example, a study could be entitled ‘Women’s Opinions about 
War” or “Men’s Opinions about War’, but it should be called “Public 
Opinion about War’ only if it considers the opinions of both sexes 
equally. Likewise, if a study examines social mobility patterns only 
of fathers and sons, or sons-in-law, it is misleading to describe it as 
“a study of social mobility”. 

Another example: an analysis of the image of women, or of the 
urban milieu, in English or French literature of the 19th century 
should indicate, either in the subtitle or at a prominent place in the 
introduction, if it deals primarily (and perhaps exclusively) with 
works by men, by specifying “in fiction by male” or “in male 
authors”. Where such is the case, it might add “and in the work of 
some female authors”. The socio-cultural situation of women pro- 
duces a viewpoint likely to be different from that found in fiction by 
men. 


Lack of consideration of sex as a social variable in previous 
research 


There needs to be a general awareness within the various disciplines 
that previous research has rarely given appropriate attention to sex 
as a social variable, and to the female viewpoint in particular. Con- 
temporary research needs to indicate how it intends to deal with 
this lack of information and the consequent potential distortion of 
reality. 

For instance, much of the literature in political science and 
philosophy assumes that politics is a public activity as defined by 
Aristotle — and therefore restricted to modes of political participation 
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typical for men. Other modes of participation (e.g. in social 
movements, which are typical for the disenfranchised) tend to be 
overlooked. Studies in political thought and behaviour should 
acknowledge, and try to overcome, the characteristic absence of 
research by and about women. 


The Formulation of Research Questions and 
Theoretical Frameworks 


Concepts 


Over-extension of concepts 
Concepts used may be unconsciously sexist by being over-extended, 
as we have seen in the case of “universal suffrage’. In economics, 
for instance, the concept of “productivity” explicitly excludes the un- 
paid labour performed within households by both sexes, but primari- 
ly by women. However, when the same work is done for pay out- 
side the household (as in the case of day care, meal preparation and 
cleaning) it counts as productive work and is included in the GNP. 
This has serious implications for both theory and policy.2 

Sometimes very general concepts are inappropriate when they 
serve to hide a phenomenon which is really sex-specific. The term 
“spouse abuse” suggests an equal frequency of wife-battering (which 
accounts for the vast majority of cases of spouse abuse) and 
husband-battering. If a study is concerned with this issue it might be 
appropriate to describe it as wife-battering, since otherwise a serious 
social problem which particularly affects women is diluted under a 
generic heading. 


Biased concepts 
Concepts themselves may favour male or female characteristics. For 
instance, Dale Spender has commented on the sexist connotations of 
the concepts ‘“‘field dependence” and ‘“‘field independence” in 
psychology.? These terms refer to the ability either to recognize an 
embedded figure within a field (‘field independence”, more common 
in males) or to focus on the overall context (‘field dependence”, 
more common in females). If these talents had been labelled ‘‘con- 
text blindness” and ‘“‘context awareness’, the pejorative connotation 
would have been associated with the predominantly male talent. 
Science should generate concepts which do not devalue 
characteristics associated with either sex. 


Asymmetrical concepts 
Concepts which designate the same activities differently for women 
and men are also problematic. For example, for a long time, the 


behaviour of mothers who held paid employment was discussed 
within the concept of “maternal deprivation”, while the behaviour of 
fathers who took paid employment was never discussed as ‘paternal 
deprivation”. The value judgments are obvious. 


Over-rating or under-rating activities associated with one sex 


Differential evaluation of behaviour primarily associated with one sex 
is another frequent problem. When there were fewer women in 
universities and colleges, it might have been supposed that men 
were better suited to such studies. Such prejudice was clearly exposed 
by Sanford Labovitz’s study in which identical scholarly work was 
evaluated more highly if it was signed with a fictional male rather 
than female name and less highly if signed with a fictional female 
name.‘ Similarly, women’s aptitude for maternal and domestic tasks 
may be over-rated. 


Transforming statistical differences into innate differences 


Sometimes, statistical differences are treated as if they were due to 
the essential nature of one sex. For instance in psychology, in scales 
of femininity and masculinity, character traits such as compassion, 
love of children, and sensitivity, are usually labelled ‘feminine’, and 
leadership ability, independence, and ambition, “masculine”. In fact, 
these traits are found to some degree in both sexes. Because of the 
labelling as “masculine” and “feminine”, however, women exhibiting 
so-called masculine traits and men exhibiting so-called feminine traits 
are easily seen as deviant, unnatural or exceptional. A statistical dif- 
ference has thus, through labelling, been incorrectly transformed into 
an innate difference. 


Treating Western sex roles as universal 


The Western habit of thinking of agriculture as a male activity (not 
always true even in Canada) is often transferred to pre-industrial 
societies where farming is often a predominantly female activity. As 
a result, women and their economic contributions may disappear 
from the histories of these societies. 


Analytical frameworks and models 


The analytical frameworks and models used sometimes pose serious 
problems. This is the case when basic hypotheses are derived from 
underlying assumptions which are, in turn, derived from an exclu- 
sively masculine discourse. 
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For instance, in literary analysis there are many analytical 
frameworks which reflect “reality” as depicted in the works of art. 
They tend to accept such literary depictions as psychological realities 
grounded in the differential nature of women and men. 

Instead, research on the role of women and men in literature 
should recognize the ideological, social, cultural and economic con- 
text of the time when the work was created. For instance, in Maria 
Chapdelaine, the heroine’s decision to live among the lumberjacks 
instead of going to an easier life in the United States can be seen as 
due to the “moral demography” of nationalism, as imposed on her 
by the village priest. 

Romantic stories of love and abduction in mediaeval or 
Renaissance literature can be better understood by recognizing that 
in the Judeo-Christian tradition women were the legal property of 
their fathers or husbands, together with their possessions and 
inheritance. Abduction followed by rape constituted a theft which 
could be legitimated through marriage — when this was in the 
interest of the religious or civil authorities because it led to growth 
in either their political alliances or their territories.5 A historical and 
legal perspective can amplify the meaning of these “romances”, the 
social context of which is far from fictional. 


A.2.6. Models based on one sex only 


Analytical models based on one sex only can also distort reality. 
Studies concerned with stages of moral development, for instance, 
should indicate that Lawrence Kohlberg’s® theory was originally 
developed using only male subjects, as Carol Gilligan’? and others 
have pointed out. 


A.2.7._ Research questions asked 


Certain research questions are habitually asked only of women or 
only of men. This may lead to a distortion of reality and to inap- 
propriate interpretations. It is usually only women who are asked 
about a role conflict between paid work and household labour. On 
this basis, the researcher draws the conclusion that the dual roles 
impose a strain on women. When the same question is asked of 
men, we find that they also experience a role conflict between paid 
work and family responsibility, although it takes different forms.8 


A.2.8. Androcentric viewpoint 


Overall, research which considers reality only from a male perspec- 
tive should be avoided. One example of an androcentric viewpoint 
can be found in a 1936 study of the Bororo by Claude Lévi-Strauss: 
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“The entire village left the next day in about thirty canoes, leaving 
us alone with the women and children in the abandoned houses.’’? 


Methodology 
Awareness of sex as a social variable 


Researchers’ lack of consciousness of sex as a social variable may 
pose a problem. This may be the case for both male and female 
researchers. 


Importance of the sex of the participants in the research 
process 


Researchers should take into account the sex of the participants in 
the research process. For instance, it has been shown that, in 
psychology, the sex of the experimenter may influence the responses 
of the subjects.'° It is equally important to consider who is being 
asked a question. When husbands and wives are asked the same 
questions, sometimes large discrepancies concerning the same issues 
may occur.'' The same applies to informants, experimenter’s con- 
federates, authors of statements (written, oral or visual) and other 
possible participants in the research process. 


Sex-specific research instruments 


Research instruments which are sex-specific can have a different ef- 
fect on women and men. For instance, David McClelland’s 
experiments'2 on the “need to achieve” used cue cards with all-male 
illustrations. Research instruments should take sex adequately into 
account, in order to obtain results that can be used in later studies 
of both women and men. 


Survey research 


Respondents 
Research which utilizes surveys, interview schedules and question- 
naires, and which aims to be general, needs to give equal attention 
to the opinions and perceptions of both sexes in order to reflect 
reality more accurately. 


Questions 
Questions should allow for the greatest range of possible answers, 
for both sexes. The question “Do you think that women doctors are 
as good as men doctors?” does not allow the response that women 
are better doctors. 
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Content 
Questionnaires should avoid establishing a false hierarchy of 
characteristics associated with one sex in stereotypes and traditional 
ways of thinking. The activities of both sexes must be evaluated ac- 
cording to the same standard. 

For example, it should not be implied that, for a woman, being a 
teacher is preferable to being a dentist nor that, for a man, being a 
pharmacist is preferable to being a nurse. Furthermore, if a man is 
considered a good father because he assures the economic well- 
being of his family through paid work, then a woman should be con- 
sidered a good mother when she does the same. 


Opinions about the other sex 
Each sex can speak about but not for the other. If it is impossible to 
obtain information about members of one sex directly from 
themselves, and one must therefore use information about them 
from the other sex, it must be clearly indicated that at best these 
responses convey the opinion of one sex about the other, rather 
than the reality experienced by the other. 


The situation of women in the context of changing 
female-male relationships 


It is important to place research which deals with sex as a social 
variable in the context of the emergence of women into a more 
equal status in Western society. It would be naive to see as progress 
the fact that, in some popular novels, women are depicted as pilots, 
astronauts, electronic technicians or ministers. If male-female rela- 
tions are otherwise unchanged, and if the overall situation is one of 
dominator and dominated, very little real progress toward equality 
has been made. 

Research on women, therefore, needs to be placed within the con- 
text of female-male relations. As long as the woman remains a 
passive object of desire, never the initiator of action but always 
acted upon, not much more than appearance has changed. 


Special studies of women 


In order to counterbalance the monosexual tradition of Western 
thought, it will be necessary, for a considerable period of time, to 
conduct special studies of women which look at issues from a 
female perspective. 


The Interpretation of Findings 


Transforming a socio-cultural difference into a biological 
difference 


It is important to avoid equating socio-cultural differences between 
the sexes with biological differences. This applies to all stages of the 
research process (see A.2.3.), but particularly to the interpretation of 
results, and when we are dealing with statistical differences. The in- 
terpretation that ‘what is must be” is not uncommon. Roland 
Barthes,'3 for instance, has shown that many attribute those aspects 
of a situation which they want to maintain, including the balance of 
power, to “simple common sense” or even to “nature”. Similarly, 
there have been many attempts to explain sex roles by biological 
differences between the sexes. However, as long as women and men 
do not have the same opportunities, it is not reasonable to expect 
the same performances. As Virginia Woolf has suggested, 
Shakespeare’s imaginary sister could not have written her brother’s 
plays, even with the same talent.14 

It is useful to examine and describe sex differences but explana- 
tions for socio-cultural differences should also be sought in socio- 
cultural conditions. 


Generalizations about society based on one sex 


Generalizations about society derived from observations by or about 
one sex only are problematic. For instance, if one wanted to study, 
in Quebec literature, the image of Quebec society during the war 
years, it would be inadequate to do so using only male authors. 
Roger Lemelin and Gabrielle Roy do not have the same points of 
view concerning this period, whether this difference is attributable to 
their sex or to their very different temperaments. 


Equal evaluation of findings for both sexes 


All research should present and evaluate equivalent characteristics 
and behaviours of both sexes equally, avoiding differential judgments 
about similar behaviour in both sexes. To give just one example, 
when discussing the sexual activity of adolescents, a researcher 
should avoid labelling the sexual behaviour of an adolescent girl as 
“oromiscuous” while calling the equivalent behaviour in a boy 
“experimental”. 


A.4. 


A.4.1. 


A.4.2. 


A.4.3. 


A.4.4. 
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Norms applied 


In general, the situation, behaviour, work, and achievements of 
members of one sex should not necessarily be seen as normative for 
members of the other sex. The concepts of bravery and courage are 
not limited to life-saving or prowess in battle. It takes another form 
of courage to support and defend women’s rights in a parliament 
made up mainly of men. 


Statistical classification by sex 


Without creating rigid dichotomies between the sexes in all areas, 
research must permit classification by sex, especially in the case of 
statistics. For example, average income figures in Canada are 
misleading if they do not differentiate by sex, given that women con- 
stitute a significant portion of the labour force and that the wage 
gap between male and female workers remains large. 

Likewise, if an economic analysis of part-time and full-time work 
is made only at the aggregate level, without considering that women 
and men participate in both in different ways and at different levels, 
we get results of little use for understanding reality or for developing 
economic policy. 


Consideration of Future Use of Findings 


Research that is well done should be useful for other researchers. If 
the findings are meant to be of general importance, they should be 
applicable to a population including women. 

Political, economic and social policy and planning rely heavily on 
research that is well-documented and accurate. To increase the 
utility of the findings, research supported by the SSHRC should be 
distinguished by just such rigour and precision in the treatment of 
the sexes. 


Use of appropriate language” = 


The Logic of Language B.1. 


Research that takes sex into account must use appropriate language. 
Three issues seem important in this context: the use of generic terms 
for generic purposes (and by implication the avoidance of sex-specific 
terms for generic situations); the use of sex-specific terms for sex- 
specific situations (and by implication the avoidance of generic terms 
for sex-specific situations); and the use of parallel terms for females 
and males in parallel situations. 

Language shapes as well as reflects our thinking. Research cannot 
be non-sexist unless it uses non-sexist language. However, biases in 
research may exist even if the language employed is non-sexist. 
Appropriate language is therefore a necessary, though not a sufficient, 
condition for conducting unbiased research. 


Use of Generic Terms for Generic Purposes: B.2. 
Avoidance of Sex-specific Terms for Generic 
Purposes 


In English, there is a tradition of using male terms to refer to the 
whole human population. ‘Man’, “mankind”, “he”, “his” are often 
employed in this generic sense. Since these terms also refer to ex- 
clusively male populations, using the same terms for the two dif- 
ferent meanings is ambiguous and unscholarly. There are many alter- 
natives available for avoiding such imprecision. Instead of “man” 
one can use “people”, “humans”, “‘persons”, and instead of “he” 
and “his” one can use the plural where appropriate, or “he and 
she”, “(s)he”, “s/he”, “one” and “‘one’s’’. There is an increasing 
awareness of the issue of sexist language, and of the absurdity of 
sentences such as “Man is a mammal who does not always suckle 
his young.” Several useful guides to non-sexist language are 
available. '6 


The Use of Sex-specific Terms for Sex-specific B.3. 
Situations: Avoidance of Generic Terms for 
Sex-specific Situations 


Just as it is misleading to use sex-specific terms for generic situa- 
tions, so it is confusing as well as inaccurate to use generic terms in 
situations dealing with one sex only. For instance, to use “children” 


B.4. 


B.4.1. 


B.4.2. 


or “youth” for groups which consist only of boys or only of girls is 
misleading. Jean Piaget did not specify that his tests on children 
were made exclusively on boys. 

Likewise, it is inaccurate to talk about ‘‘one-parent” families in 
cases in which we are dealing only with families headed by mothers. 


Parallel Use of Terms for Parallel Situations 
Differences between French and English 


In English, the problem of occupational and professional titles which 
are clearly sex-specific (policeman, fireman, chairman, mailman, 
stewardess) is generally solved by using sex-neutral terms (police of- 
ficer, fire fighter, chairperson, letter carrier, flight attendant). In 
French, however, there are two divergent positions on this issue. 

One alternative is to feminize occupational titles with masculine 
endings: “‘chercheur” can be written as ‘‘chercheure” or “chercheuse’”’. 
Similarly, “‘auteure” or “autrice” are possible feminine forms 
of ‘‘auteur”. 

Some argue, however, that such identification ghettoizes women 
within a given occupation or profession; they prefer masculine ter- 
minology for female as well as male incumbents: ‘le sénateur 
Thérése Casgrain”’. 

It is not clear which orientation will prevail. In France, tradition 
seems to weigh more heavily and there seems to be less innovation 
in language.'? In Quebec, l’Office de la Langue fran¢aise seems to be 
moving toward the feminization of professional and occupational 
titles. 


English 


Women and men should be identified in parallel ways. For instance, 
the term “working women” corresponds to “working men’, and 
“working mothers” corresponds to ‘‘working fathers”. 

The terms Mr., Mrs. and Miss are inappropriate except in a 
historical context, since they indicate the marital status of a woman 
but not that of a man. Even when used for a woman, the titles are 
often ambiguous: What is the appropriate title for a widowed, divorced, 
or separated woman, or a woman who is unmarried but cohabiting 
with a man? An alternative is to use “Mr.” and “Ms.” or to drop 
titles and refer to people by name only. 

It should be noted that in the province of Quebec a woman no 
longer takes her husband’s surname upon marriage.’8 Children may 
take their mother’s or their father’s surname or some combination of 
both. In the common-law provinces, the custom whereby a woman 
takes her husband’s name upon marriage is just that: a custom, not 
a legal requirement. 
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As noted, occupational titles should be sex-neutral. 

Finally, if men are referred to by last name, women should also 
be referred to by last name; if first names are used, they should be 
used for everybody. If titles are used, again they should be used in a 
consistent manner. 
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A dual perspective in 
social sciences and 
humanities research 


The preceding pages have attempted to make the intellectual com- 
munity aware of the importance of sex as a social variable in 
research. Through examples and discussion we have argued that an 
androcentric viewpoint results in false images of the world and of 
women, images that are often unconsciously biased by the interests 
of those voicing their concerns. As some researchers have begun to 
realize, such a viewpoint also distorts one’s understanding of men.19 
Research must somehow move beyond these limitations of a single 
perspective. 

All perceptions and descriptions of reality are bound to be 
influenced by their perceivers and describers, of course. Fortunately, 
one’s point of view does not correspond exactly to one’s sex. Most 
men currently conduct research from a male viewpoint, as do 
women who are closely involved with male-dominated institutions; 
other women work from a female point of view. Some men and 
women who have been influenced by feminist research are able to 
combine male and female perspectives, producing what can be called 
a “dual perspective”. Recognition of the importance of sex as a 
social variable implies just such an approach. 

Since it is not possible for all researchers even to attempt a dual 
perspective, it is necessary to seek it at the collective level, in 
cumulative group efforts. Researchers will have to make deliberate 
efforts to identify their own points of view and to relate their find- 
ings to what has been produced from the other viewpoint. Further- 
more, given the androcentrism of our academic tradition, much new 
work from a female perspective will be needed before any adequate 
balance or combination will be possible. 

Eventually, we hope for an effectively integrated vision. 


Toward an Accurate Image of Reality 


Researchers are now beginning to see how, by adopting a female 
perspective, innovative scholarship could work toward a collective 
image that is not biased in relation to either sex. A few simple ex- 
amples follow. 


Gls 


Cole 


C.1.4. 


Literature 


In studies of writers such as Sade, Mailer, Miller, and Bataille, and of 
eroto-pornographic literature in general, research from a female 
perspective might demonstrate enslavement and new forms of 
domination over women where researchers operating from a male 
perspective might have interpreted the situation as a new frontier in 
female sexual liberation.2° 


History 


Use of a female perspective in history might lead researchers to ask 
about domestic life in imperial Rome or among North American 
native peoples, rather than only about politics, war, and trading. The 
history of women is now beginning to be written.21 


Law 


Use of a female perspective in law might lead researchers to con- 
sider the implications of different laws for women, as well as the 
historical exclusion of women from certain legal protections.22 


Theology 


Use of a female perspective in theology might lead researchers to 
question the usual description of the Christian Godhead in male 
terms. What is the effect on female as well as male worshippers ?23 


Psychology and Psychoanalysis 


Use of a female perspective in psychology might lead researchers to 
examine assertions about male and female nature and to compare 
them to measurable reality, starting from the assumption of a com- 
mon human nature.24 


Economics 


Use of a female perspective in economics might lead researchers to 
study the effects of various policies and economic institutions on 
men and women, analyzing who profits from which policies. They 
would also consider the value for the economy as a whole of the 
unpaid work performed primarily by women.?5 
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Avoiding False Dichotomies C.2. 


Another danger is the automatic dichotomization of all cultural and 
scientific knowledge, which produces a distortion of reality. Instead, 
we need systematically to question many inherited assumptions for 
their soundness and validity. 


Sex differences and sex similarities C21, 


It is just as important to identify similarities between women and 
men and girls and boys as it is to study sex differences. 

Many research projects do not include sex as a variable; but they 
should not reject its relevance without examination. At first sight, a 
study which examines speech patterns would seem not to involve 
sex as a variable; however, this is a question which can be decided 
only upon investigation.26 


One-sex studies Cae 


It is important to note that studies involving only one sex are 
legitimate and justifiable. In particular, studies involving women com- 
pensate for the many gaps in knowledge, errors and omissions 
which characterize the social sciences and humanities. Studies 
involving male subjects only may likewise be appropriate, as long as 
no claims are made that the findings apply to everybody. If an issue 
has been extensively studied for one sex but not for the other, a 
new study involving the other sex may draw general conclusions by 
reference to the previous studies. 


Different Male and Female Experiences of the oe 
Same Institutions or Situations 


A dual perspective would provide us with information on some pro- 
found differences in the experience of women and men. Since the 
social situation of the sexes is different, it is likely that their view- 
points on the same institutions would also be different. 

Jessie Bernard2? has shown that marriage is a radically different 
experience for women and men. Thelma McCormack?8 has argued 
that women’s political culture also is different from men’s and that 
political culture in general can be understood only if these two view- 
points are combined and a third, encompassing, model of political 
culture is created. 
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C.4. 


G5. 


Among the many attempts to grapple with the differences between 
male and female experience is what the French call “‘écriture 
féminine’”’. This new style of writing consciously adopts new 
emphases by focusing on the body and instinct, in contrast to the 
traditional model of rational prose.29 


Identification of Previous Errors 


Adoption of a dual perspective in research will sometimes make it 
possible to revise and correct errors and false interpretations con- 
tained in previous works. 

Male anthropologists’ perceptions of the female reality have often 
been hampered by their lack of first-hand knowledge, in spite of 
their intended adherence to standards of scientific objectivity. For in- 
stance, it has long been believed that menstruating women were ex- 
cluded from normal activities because they were considered danger- 
ous to men. Contrary to this classification of menstruation as a 
restriction imposed by men on women, Elli Kongas Maranda 
observed that Lau women in New Guinea see the time as a joyful 
holiday from their daily tasks.3° 


Examining Cultural Traditions in a Humanistic 
Context 


Many cultures and many historical periods have taken the domina- 
tion of women by men for granted, as part of the natural order of 
things. Remnants of such thought are found when certain practices 
which deny women their full human value are described as “ancient 
customs” or in terms of “long cultural traditions”. The practice of 
“suttee”, which forced a widow to let herself be burnt on the hus- 
band’s funeral pyre, was long described in just such terms. Other ex- 
amples include foot-binding, or various other forms of physical 
mutilation. At a less drastic level, all restrictions which are placed on 
girls or women but not on boys or men must be understood and 
studied as a form of sexual domination, rather than simply accepted 
as part of a cultural tradition. 

In other words, cultural practices should be evaluated from the 
perspective of both sexes, not one. A dual perspective should be 
adopted. 


ee 


Conclusion 


We hope this discussion will contribute to an improvement in the 
quality of research. We are not, of course, advocating the eradication 
of Western culture — simply suggesting that new questions be posed 
or that old questions be asked in a new manner. In our time, it is 
possible to convert assumptions which have long gone unchallenged 
into questions which can be scientifically examined. 
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A select bibliography with abstracts will be sent on request; the 
focus is on Canadian material in both English and French. Please 
write to: Information Division, SSHRC, P.O. Box 1610, Ottawa 

K1P 6G4 

Nous pouvons fournir, sur demande, une bibliographie d’ouvrages 
choisis accompagnée de résumés. Nous avons donné la préférence 
aux sources canadiennes en francais et en anglais. Il faut s’adresser 
a la Division de |’information, CRSH, C.P. 1610, Ottawa K1P 6G4 
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